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      For Ilsa

   
      The grave’s a fine and private place,

      but none, I think, do there embrace.

      Andrew Marvell, ‘To His Coy Mistress’

   
      
         THEY CRESTED THE HILL to see the winter sun hovering on the far horizon, a wide vista of pale grey hills and leafless woodlands ahead and the dark
         ribbon of a river threading the valley floor below. The driver braked abruptly on the rise and a cloud of dust rose behind
         them, enveloping the big brute of a car. He turned towards his passenger and with a sweeping gesture bestowed upon him all
         that they surveyed.
      

      ‘Here,’ he said, in English so heavily accented that even that single syllable was barely recognizable. ‘Castello Orfeo. Welcome.’
         And he smiled, a flat smile that didn’t reach his eyes, a glint of gold far back in his mouth.
      

      Beside him the traveller looked down an avenue of dusty black cypresses that dipped and rose straight ahead of them, bisecting
         the landscape and ending in dark woods from which rose the grey stone flanks of a handsome fifteenth-century castle: steep,
         solid and unadorned. Not strictly speaking a fortress but a keep, even in the last rosy tint of a fading winter afternoon,
         the Castello Orfeo, uncompromising as it had always been, made no attempt to endear itself to its newest guest.
      

      She was waiting for them, the massive fortified doorway in which she stood emphasizing the daintiness of her figure, her girl’s
         shoulders, 
         her tiny ankles. The huge, luminous blue eyes gazing at him; the cloud of red-gold hair. She held out her delicate painter’s
         hands towards him, and the flicker of a satisfied smile settled on her lips.
      

      ‘Mr Fairhead,’ she said for the benefit of a small, impromptu reception committee. A tall girl in an apron stood at the back;
         she had long, black, centre-parted hair, and her face was the perfect, pale, melancholy oval of a country Madonna. And with
         her were the other guests, whose company Alec Fairhead completed: two men besides him, and two women. All present and correct.
         ‘We are so very honoured.’
      

      Anyone looking at Alec Fairhead in the rapidly growing dusk might have been forgiven for thinking that all he wanted to do
         was to turn and climb back into the car and tell the driver with his gold tooth to get him out of there. But as everyone waited
         on the new arrival’s response to the Director’s greeting, darkness had fallen behind him across the wide, dusty landscape
         and it was too late.
      

   
      Chapter One

      
         AT THE WHEEL OF his dark and silent car half an hour before a February dawn, Sandro Cellini sat up a side street in a southern suburb of
         Florence, thinking about his wife. Luisa.
      

      He should have been thinking about the job, but then not wanting to think about the job was part of the problem.

      For three days Sandro Cellini had been paid to follow a seventeen-year-old girl to her upmarket school in the city, and then
         home again. Her parents thought she had got into drugs, and they wanted to know who was leading her astray. Carlotta Bellagamba
         was an only child – a ‘precious’ child, as the euphemism went; conceived through medical intervention.
      

      So far: nothing. Friday night was often, according to her parents, the night Carlotta stayed out till the early hours, and
         today was indeed Friday, but Sandro had no great hopes. Not in life, nor of making any significant discovery that would help
         Carlotta and her parents understand one another better.
      

      It was the modern world: parents so busy or so nervous they paid a private detective to watch their kid, rather than tackle
         their own flesh and blood head-on. Children too precious to be allowed a wild moment or two, but that wasn’t Sandro’s decision
         to make; he was just 
         the hired hand. As Sandro’s part-time assistant Giuli Sarto had put it succinctly, what else was the precious child to do
         but go off the rails? An open and shut case.
      

      Children. Having none of his own, Sandro was all too well aware he was not in a position to judge. What kind of a parent would
         he have made, anyway? Taciturn, like his own father, anguished, like his mother, worn down with work and worry? He couldn’t
         really even begin to think about how much they would have loved a child, he and Luisa. The fine detail of it: the first day
         at school, seeing a child learn to ride a bicycle or play football. Rebellious teenagers, thinking they know it all, a girl
         like Carlotta making a face at her stupid old dad.
      

      The girl’s home was up a leafy side-turning; a handsome two-storey villa – three if you counted the garage and cellar beneath
         the raised ground floor. It was perhaps twenty years old, with a terrace, a verandah, five olive trees in the front garden,
         a fronded palm to the rear and two shiny cars in a garage. The job was not a complicated one; it was nursemaiding, pure and
         simple. The problem was that Sandro didn’t want to be a nursemaid. For thirty years a police officer, with all the dirt and
         boredom that entailed, at least he ’d been a man.
      

      ‘It’s bound to start slowly,’ his ex-partner Pietro had warned, the man with whom he ’d shared a squad car for fifteen years.
         The life of the private investigator would be like that of any other freelance; he ’d just have to adjust.
      

      Only it hadn’t started slowly, not at all. More than a year before, his first case had flung him in at the deep end with the
         search for a wayward English girl whose parents didn’t seem even to give much of a damn that she might be dead, and a grieving
         wife pleading with him to make sense of the suicide of her husband. Flailing about in the worst weather the city had seen
         in forty years, Sandro had found himself fighting from the outset – with his old colleagues in the Polizia di Stato, with
         the disbelieving arrogance of the rival force, the Carabinieri, with the expectations of the bereaved and, most of all, with
         himself. With his own new status: private investigator. Lowest of the low, without a badge or comrades, doffing his cap to
         people he despised, holding his tongue when he wanted to shout the place down.
      

      
         It wasn’t as if there was anyone else he could blame for his dismissal from the Polizia. Some might have called it no more
         than an indiscretion, a misdemeanour, even a good deed, passing information to a murder victim’s father. But he ’d broken
         the rules. Other men might have fought it, clung on to their job for the pension and a warm office in which to sit out the
         last five years of their working life. Not Sandro.
      

      He had found the English girl, alive, just about. He ’d nailed her abductor. He ’d unpicked the terrible truth behind the
         architect Claudio Gentileschi walking into the river and leaving his wife to go on alone, and he ’d gone to his doubters and
         he ’d proved to them that he knew what he was doing. Proving it to himself was still a way off.
      

      And then it had all gone quiet. The floodwaters had receded, winter set in. Christmas came and went and Sandro sat in his
         quiet office in San Frediano, watching the thin sunlight move from one side of the room to the next and wondering if the phone
         would ever ring again.
      

      In January, after a month of twiddling his thumbs, he ’d forced himself to sign up for a computer course; the rudiments. How
         to retrieve data, how to tell if a machine has been wiped. It had taught him how little he knew, mostly.
      

      There had been two weeks’ work in March, following an elderly baker’s young Chilean wife to find out if she was having an
         affair or not. Not, as it turned out, though she did have a daughter she was keeping secret from him. She ’d thought the baker
         wouldn’t marry her if she had a child. Would it all end well? Sandro had no way of knowing; stepfathers, in his professional
         experience, were not reliably kind to their charges. But that was not his business, once the case was closed.
      

      In April, some protection work for the owner of a small chain of garages in the suburbs, a month of accompanying the man –
         a crude, arrogant piece of work – around the city collecting earnings, while his regular guard was recuperating from a gunshot
         wound. Sandro hadn’t told Luisa about the gunshot wound. In June, after a month of twitchy idleness in the crowded city, an
         Italian-American Trust running a castle in the Maremma had been put on to him by some ancient contact in the British Council.
         The Trust – an artistic community of some kind – had asked him to do a decidedly 
         pointless bit of background checking on an employee; practically a handout. Was this, he wanted to ask Pietro, as they sat
         shoulder to shoulder in the friendly, workmanlike bustle of the bar they ’d used to go to as working police officers, Pietro’s
         blue cap between them on the table, was this how it was going to be? Fag-ends and vanity work, waiting for those scraps to
         fall from the rich man’s table?
      

      As the engine ticked down in the dark, frosty air, the interior of the car grew cold; Sandro opened the flask he had filled
         with hot tea. On the top floor of the Bellagamba house a light came on behind the frosted glass of a bathroom window: someone
         was up.
      

      Another light went on downstairs. Did the mother get up first? Did she pad into the warm kitchen in her dressing-gown to make
         her husband some coffee? And all over again Sandro was not thinking about the job but about Luisa. His wife, with whom he
         had not shared breakfast for more than a month. What with one thing and another.
      

      When they ’d said goodbye outside the bar, Pietro had taken hold of his shoulders in a quick, fierce hug: not like him at
         all.
      

      He ’d said, ‘It’s good if you find you’ve got time on your hands, Sandro. Luisa needs you now.’

      Luisa had needed him, when she got ill. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      People had rallied round. If you ’d asked Sandro before Luisa got her diagnosis, he ’d have said they had a handful of friends,
         no more. But when word got around Luisa had been in hospital, men, women and children would be stopping him in the street
         to ask if they were OK, if they needed anything. Even the taciturn newspaper seller was searching out freebies for them from
         the back of his kiosk; restaurant guides, maps of Sicily, dog-eared postcards. Luisa had got tired of it quite quickly; she
         ’d just wanted to get back to work, and anything that smelled of charity made her irritable.
      

      After the operation in November fifteen months earlier, Luisa had taken a month off, December, for the chemo, and though they
         ’d continued the course through January and February, by then she ’d had enough of sitting at home twiddling her thumbs. She
         only took the Friday and Saturday off each week: Friday to have the drugs, Saturday to lie down in a darkened room while he
         fed her dry biscuits and 
         camomile tea because just lifting her head off the pillow made her throw up. And Sunday to snap at Sandro all morning, although
         by the evening she ’d have softened and become tearful; he wasn’t sure which was more difficult to handle.
      

      And Monday she ’d be back at work, reliable solid Luisa on the shop floor at Frollini, in the shadow of the Palazzo Vecchio,
         selling 500-euro shoes to pretty, spoilt women from across the world; unfailingly polite, occasionally generous with her discount,
         irreducibly proud of her wares. Not so solid as she used to be; the chemo had shaved a few kilos off her, and the surgery
         had taken one of her breasts and left a foam-rubber prosthesis in its place. They ’d talked about reconstruction at the hospital,
         but Luisa’s face had turned blank and stubborn at the mention of more surgery, any more time spent in the hospital than was
         strictly necessary to save her life; the prosthesis would do fine.
      

      There ’d been a check-up in late March, an unseasonably hot day out at Careggi, the two of them waiting for an hour and a
         half in a Portakabin that was serving as a temporary clinic. Sandro had tried to hold his wife’s hand but she ’d been impatient
         with him; it was too hot, she ’d said. When they ’d finally got into the consulting room there ’d been a rash close to the
         scar line that might have been a cause for concern, but it had turned out to be the heat; nothing to worry about. Another
         check-up in September had been clear; we’ll leave it nine months till the next one, they ’d said.
      

      Next to that piece of news, of course – the outcome so covertly longed for he still hardly dared believe it – work didn’t
         matter. Shouldn’t matter. But Sandro hated not being able to provide; he didn’t want Luisa having to worry about money.
      

      In the quiet suburban street – quiet but for that ceaseless hum of drones on their way in to the city – the light was grey
         still. The sun was no more than a lemon-yellow glow behind the eastern hills, but the sky was clear, only a couple of wispy
         scraps of cloud to the east, tinged with pink. It was very cold.
      

      Sandro took a slug of his cooling, sugary tea, pulled on his gloves, and rubbed his upper arms vigorously. He felt as though
         he was in a kind of no man’s land, in this anonymous street where it was neither 
         day nor night. The invisible man. A useful quality in a private detective, perhaps, if not in life.
      

      ‘Take her away for a break,’ Pietro had said.

      All year, since the chemo finished, he ’d been asking her: fancy a trip up to the Cinque Terre, for Easter? Maybe we could
         go down to Puglia again, for summer?
      

      ‘Let’s wait till after the next check-up,’ it had been to start with, then, ‘Not now.’ Frollini had stayed open all August,
         and she wasn’t going anywhere. Her boss, smooth old Frollini himself, older than Sandro but in better nick, had told Luisa
         she was the jewel in his crown.
      

      ‘We can’t afford it,’ had been Luisa’s weary trump card.

      Because you’re not earning, are you? Not really. That was what she had not said.
      

      Before this job had got him out of the house by six, Sandro had lain awake every morning thinking what he ’d say to her, if
         he was brave enough.
      

      I don’t want you seeing more of your boss than you do of me, he ’d say. I want my coffee at home, at the kitchen table with
         you in your big white dressing-gown fussing about at the stove.
      

      I want it to be like it used to be.

      But now it was too late, wasn’t it? Sandro always seemed to be one step behind; while he was still working out how to talk
         to his own wife, things had taken a new turn at Frollini. Luisa was going places, and he was going to be left behind.
      

      And suddenly there was action. Up ahead the girl banged out of her front door, shouting something over her shoulder into the
         dark house. In a tight plaid bomber jacket, tighter jeans, sheepskin boots and fingerless gloves, she hauled a bright pink
         Vespa out from under the verandah’s overhang, dropped the satchel into a top-box, reached down for a helmet, wheeled the vehicle
         at a run out into the road and was off.
      

      Sandro’s day had begun.

   
      Chapter Two

      
         IT ONLY CAME INTO view at the last minute, shielded from her by the mass of willows that grew up beside the river; Caterina Giottone only saw
         it in time to do a little swerve and wobble on the motorino, and she was safely past. The high, white flank of a truck, lifting equipment on its flatbed, the flicker of red and white
         tape; intent on getting to work, she didn’t look back, so that was all she saw. Then she hit the patch of ice and it was just
         as well she hadn’t been craning her neck to look behind her or she ’d have been on the tarmac with a broken bone or two.
      

      The scooter steadied when she changed down a gear. Hunched over the handlebars, Caterina – Cate to her friends – crept up
         the hill. It was cold; oh, Jesus God, it was cold.
      

      It was so cold that even through her layers of fleece and wool and leather, Cate could no longer feel her toes. The defined
         ridges of her cheekbones, exposed to the breathtaking, knife-sharp chill, felt as though they had been flayed. As her motorino sputtered to the crest of the hill, Orfeo finally came into view and Cate reflected, as she did on her way to her place of
         work most mornings, that it was nothing like home.
      

      It was partly the geography. Cate had grown up in the wide, flat Val di Chiana, where you could see for miles and everywhere
         you looked 
         there was habitation: the great grazing plains of the Chianina cattle punctuated by square, turreted farmsteads, hay-barns
         and, increasingly, by capannoni, the low grey hangars of light industry. The closest hills to Cate’s home village were soft and round and topped with towns
         and bell-towers, their slopes clustered with restaurants and bars and crowds of teenagers.
      

      This place was a different matter, the Etruscan Maremma; two hours to the south, yet the hills were rocky, barren, inhospitable
         and wild, surmounted by the occasional bleached and silent village. To a town girl like Cate it seemed so empty, dusty and
         brown and bare and wild in the depths of winter, the leafless trees and desiccated brambles clinging like cobwebs to their
         slopes. Cate had been renting a room in the closest town to the castle, a flyblown place on the edge of the plains called
         Pozzo Basso, and on her eight-kilometre motorino ride in to work, she passed only the occasional farmhouse as she wound through the silent hills.
      

      Some of them had become ruins, overrun with wild vines, re-absorbed by the landscape. They gave Cate a chill, the half-discernible
         mounds beneath ivy, the scattered stones, like half-buried bodies. They made her think, how quickly a human being would disappear.
      

      They called the castle quite simply Orfeo, though what remained of the Orfeo family themselves were holed up in Florence in
         their luxurious villa, the castle being too uncomfortable, too draughty, too expensive to heat. Most of the staff, unlike
         Cate, were locals, their families associated with the place for generations, and the Trust meant nothing to them; the prodigal
         son who had crossed the Atlantic in the thirties, made his money in steel during the war and then returned, in awe of the
         American way, to set up an English-speaking artists’ retreat. They tolerated the Trust, run from offices in Baltimore, but
         fifty years didn’t count for much in this landscape, pitted with Etruscan caves, where even the Romans were relative newcomers.
      

      Ginevra the cook had once expressed surprise that Cate didn’t commute from home, if she didn’t want to live in; she was of
         a generation for which it would be entirely natural for a twenty-nine-year-old unmarried woman to live with her parents –
         or, in her case, 
         mother and stepfather – even if it meant a long drive to work. But Cate, who had spent most of her teenage years arguing with
         the stubborn, old-fashioned man her worn-out mother had married when Cate’s father left them, had not lived at home now for
         more than ten years. She had worked on the cruise ships off the Florida coast, restaurants on the Côte d’Azur, even a coffee
         bar in Bath, England, but this place – the Castello Orfeo, two hours’ drive from where she ’d been born – sometimes seemed
         the most foreign of them all.
      

      And this morning more than most, Cate was wondering whether the fact was, she simply didn’t belong here. Had this been coming
         a long time? Perhaps; the winter season was certainly harder going than the summer; the guests wondering what they were doing
         in the middle of nowhere, in the cold and the rain; this wasn’t the Italy they ’d signed up for. But yesterday had been a
         tough one; yesterday everything had seemed to turn sour. Yesterday, nothing had gone right.
      

      On a sharp, wooded bend the convex mirror that discreetly marked the rear entrance to the castle came into view. Cate turned
         across the bend between the trees and revved to get the little Vespa over the stones and rubble of the rear access road. Visitors
         and guests were not encouraged to use this route, though it represented a considerable shortcut: there was no view, no avenue
         of trees, no framing of the castle’s lovely, forbidding profile, and the terrain was rough. This way, one approached through
         a gloomy thicket of overgrown holm-oak trees, and the flank of the castle loomed up quite suddenly overhead.
      

      There was a small clearing in the trees marked by a flagpole where the staff ’s assorted vehicles were parked, out of sight,
         and Cate dismounted and pushed her moped into the space unofficially reserved for her. Down to her right was the laundry building,
         and the studio apartment, where the curtains were firmly drawn; it would be a while before that one was up. In her pocket,
         her mobile tinkled its merry little ringtone. Vincenzo.
      

      She tugged off her helmet and set the mobile to her ear. ‘V’cenz. Caro.’
      

      They hadn’t been together so long; five months. He ’d met her in the late-night supermarket in Pozzo where he worked, buying
         herself 
         some beers on the way back to the bedsit she rented over a biker bar. Vincenzo was younger, by a year or two, and he had led
         a quiet life. He looked at Cate and she knew he saw a girl who had travelled the world, who had earned her independence, who
         drank beer on her own late at night; his eyes shone when he looked at her. He was sweet, mostly.
      

      ‘Yeah,’ she said, in response to his question. ‘Just arrived. Fine, yeah, I’m fine.’

      She ’d told him her troubles last night, and he was looking out for her, that was all, even if it felt oppressive. Turning
         to register that the gardener’s pick-up was parked in its usual place, she said, ‘Mauro’s back.’
      

      Vincenzo was on the early shift and she knew he ’d be at the till, between customers; he wanted to know if he could see her
         tonight, making his case. Really what he wanted, Cate knew, was to move in with her; she let him talk, looking around her
         absently. If the pick-up was evidence, then the surly Mauro, factotum, handyman and gardener, had returned – to the Director’s
         fury, he ’d spent all yesterday helping a farmer haul cattle out of a stream on the other side of the valley. But something
         was different; she didn’t yet know what it was. The phone wedged under her ear as Vincenzo talked, Cate opened the shiny box
         on the moped’s rear and pulled out the bulging canvas satchel she took to work. Her fingers felt like frozen sausages, even
         inside the gloves.
      

      ‘OK, darling,’ she said gently, ‘tonight, should be great. Can I call you though? Got to get inside, I’m freezing. Un bacio, OK?Un bacio.’ Grumbling, he let her go, and Cate hurried under the trees towards the castle.
      

      Even though it was six months since she had started at Orfeo, Cate still did not quite understand its principles. Between
         five and ten guests arrived every ten weeks, all – or almost all – single people, and all creative people of one kind or another.
         You could have described them as artists, Cate supposed, but while she always thought of artists as painters or sculptors,
         Orfeo’s guests might be poets or writers of novels or plays, or they might make tiny indistinct objects out of feathers and
         clay or compose operas using the sounds of underwater creatures.
      

      Whatever they did, they were disposed around the place, accommodated in the castle’s apartments and outbuildings for those
         ten 
         weeks, fed and watered; they were entertained, now and again, with expeditions here and there, to galleries or churches, or
         by visiting speakers. Cate had always assumed they were here to work, but some of them seemed to do nothing at all, and certainly
         no proof of achievement was ever demanded of them. Put frankly, Cate knew nothing about art. And this lot – well. They were
         an alien species to her. But then again – a couple of Americans, an English novelist, a Norwegian poet – Cate reflected, as
         she headed round the walls for the castle kitchen, that wasn’t so surprising. They were foreign.
      

      There were often a couple of Italians too – although this time only one, and as he was from Venice he was exotic enough to
         a girl from the landlocked plains of the Val di Chiana – but even they were supposed to conduct every conversation in English,
         the castle’s official language. The Norwegian and the young American woman, who both wanted to improve their language skills,
         occasionally tried to engage the staff and the Italian guests in their own language, but it was frowned upon. Cate couldn’t
         find fault with the house language rule, because it was the reason she, an outsider, had been brought in. Her English, and
         her calm, quiet way with funny foreigners, learned on the cruise ships. But this rule, like so many others, was weird; it
         made the place like a strange kind of island state among the lonely hills. In fact, what Orfeo seemed most like to Cate sometimes,
         with its prohibitions and punishments, its smiling, implacable headmistress, was a boarding school, or a prison.
      

      The kitchen and dining room were housed in the old stable block that clung to the rear of the castle, its blind side, and
         there was a staff entrance in the wall that enclosed the complex, then a small stretch of close-cropped lawn. The vents from
         the room that housed the castle’s heating system were billowing steam, and the grass was crunchy with frost under her heavy
         boots. The door to the kitchen was ajar. Cate heard the voices and she stopped, her bag slung over her shoulder, her breath
         clouding in front of her, and listened.
      

      There were too many voices, and they were raised too high. The Director didn’t like racket, particularly not Italian racket.
         Cate had been brought in after a kitchen girl – waitress was too modern a word, it seemed, for the castle’s image, everything
         had to have the mediaeval 
         touch – had muttered something rude in Italian to an American woman. Not even a guest, but a guest’s wife, visiting for the
         evening. The girl had been dismissed; apparently she ’d shouted across her shoulder all the way out, her rough, defiant Tuscan
         accent resounding around the courtyard.
      

      So it was unusual to hear this kind of clamour of heedlessly raised voices; even if there was a row – and there were plenty
         – it would without fail be conducted in a kind of hissing, spitting, under-the-breath mode. So: something had happened.
      

      Cate liked to know what she was walking into, so she stayed still on the crisp frosted grass, thinking. From the other side
         of the hill, from the little huddle of farm buildings where the others lived, the dogs bayed, the sound bouncing across the
         slopes. That first sight of Orfeo from the crest of the hill had been different somehow this morning. In her mind’s eye Cate
         checked off the detail of what she ’d registered: trees, the dark, crenellated silhouette, the windows too mean and narrow
         for the façade, and the great gate into the courtyard standing open. Was that the cause of the commotion?
      

      Still out of view of the kitchen door, Cate backed away, retracing her steps quietly to the small gate that would lead her
         back outside the walls. They were kind enough to her in there, but she was an outsider still. She needed to be prepared. She
         looked at her watch; it was barely eight o’clock and she was still early for work. Standing there another minute, she looked
         back where she ’d come from, took in the trees, her motorino, Mauro’s pick-up and Ginevra’s Punto, the granary, the flagpole. The flag had been lowered; she ’d never seen it like that
         before: that was one thing, certainly, even if she couldn’t see the significance of it. And she registered that the castle’s
         big 4x4 was nowhere to be seen. The Monster, they called it, Il Mostro.
      

      Well, thought Cate, puzzled, nothing much then. An open gate; Il Mostro out on some jaunt. Had the Dottoressa been going somewhere last night, after dinner, in the car she seemed to treat as her personal property? Or this morning,
         even? But it was too early for her to be up and about, and anyway Cate glimpsed something now, in the gap in the trees a hundred
         metres away where the main drive led to the great gate.
      

      
         A low blue shape. A police car.
      

      And she ran across the frosty grass to the door, bursting into the kitchen as though she ’d just arrived, and they all fell
         silent.
      

   
      Chapter Three

      
         AS SANDRO DROVE ALONG the Via Senese in the grey dawn light, keeping the pink Vespa in his sights, he was on autopilot. After three days he could
         have done it blindfold: Sandro had always had a knack for navigation. If not for negotiation.
      

      Last night he and Luisa had talked about the job, which had surprised Sandro. Delighted him, to start with.

      She had already been home when he walked in, at 7.30.

      He ’d followed the girl to school, where she had remained all day; he ’d followed her home again. He ’d followed her to a
         bar in Galluzzo where she ’d had hot chocolate with three girlfriends, then she ’d gone back to the house.
      

      Luisa had been cooking polpettone, and the mingling smells of veal and pork and herbs and wine issuing from the oven had lifted his spirits higher than they
         ’d been for weeks. He had put his arms around her gratefully at the stove, and she ’d turned and pecked him quickly on the
         cheek before returning to her pans.
      

      Sandro had sat at the table, and poured himself a glass of the Morellino di Scansano he ’d picked up from the wine shop in
         Via dei Serragli on the way home, as a celebratory gesture; a job was a job. The owner, a tall, husky blonde he occasionally
         wondered about – her voice 
         too deep, her Adam’s apple too prominent – had recommended it; she, or he, had excellent taste.
      

      Luisa had opened the window to pull the shutters to, and he ’d seen her shiver in the icy air. Something about the chemo had
         returned her to the menopause, and she was still prone to tearing off cardigans in a sweat.
      

      ‘You’ll catch your death,’ he ’d said, in exasperation.

      ‘I’m all right,’ she ’d said impatiently, then seemed to relent. She ’d pulled on a sweater that was draped across the back
         of a chair; Sandro didn’t remember having seen it before. Cinnamon-coloured, fine merino. Expensive looking. If Luisa had
         felt his eyes on her, she hadn’t acknowledged it.
      

      ‘Nice sweater,’ he ’d said mildly.

      ‘Isn’t it?’ she ’d said, offhand. ‘Old stock, hardly cost anything.’

      He should have been glad she was taking pride in her appearance. ‘You look beautiful,’ Sandro had said awkwardly. ‘My beautiful
         wife. Come and have a glass with me.’
      

      ‘In a minute,’ she ’d said, her back to him again and stirring something in a pan.

      ‘What are you making now?’ he ’d asked.

      ‘Just some ragu. For the freezer. Thought I might as well, while I was at it. Bought twice the quantities at the market.’

      Something about this cooking marathon had begun to unsettle Sandro. But before he ’d been able to formulate his unease Luisa
         had pulled off the apron and was in the chair beside him. Her skin bright against the fine brown wool of the new sweater,
         she ’d raised the glass Sandro had poured her.
      

      They ’d talked about Carlotta, and Sandro had felt the wine and the warmth of Luisa’s attention mellow him. Lull him.

      ‘Sounds like a normal teenager to me,’ Luisa had said.

      ‘We never took drugs,’ Sandro had replied. He ’d been twenty or so when he met Luisa; close enough to Carlotta’s age.

      ‘Things were different then,’ Luisa had said, the ghost of a smile on her lips. ‘We had no money.’

      She ’d taken a tiny sip of her wine; Sandro knew she ’d read somewhere that more than a glass a day increased your chances
         of breast 
         cancer. She ’d never been a drinker, never; he ’d wanted to say, there’s no reason to it, cara. Don’t look for a reason.
      

      ‘There’s that,’ he ’d said. ‘True, we had no money.’ Not that we’ve got much more now. ‘But there were no drugs, either, not like there are these days.’
      

      Luisa had given him a sharp look. ‘Not so many,’ she ’d said. ‘But they were around.’

      ‘How would you know?’ Sandro had been taken aback. His wife shrugged, and it came to him that her shoulders were as slender
         now as they had been when they ’d first been courting. She raised an eyebrow, gave him a sly smile.
      

      ‘When I first started work – there were girls who took – certain pills. Drugs that kept them slim. The American students brought
         plenty over, amphetamines, I suppose. They called them speed. Don’t you remember the jazz club behind the station?’ Her eyes
         dancing, with mischief, or nostalgia.
      

      And Sandro had remembered it, though he hadn’t thought about the place in thirty years; not that he ’d ever been inside it
         when it was open. It had been closed down in the late sixties, boarded up and derelict until it reopened as a discount shoe
         store a couple of decades later. The Gatto Nero.
      

      ‘Did you ever go there?’ he ’d asked her curiously. ‘To the Gatto?’ Thirty years, and still there were things he didn’t know about Luisa.
      

      ‘Once or twice. The photographer took me there.’

      The photographer had predated Sandro; he ’d been twenty years older than Luisa and a friend, not a boyfriend. Sandro had been
         bitterly jealous of the man all the same; it had only occurred to him when he was in his fifties himself that the photographer,
         now long dead, had almost certainly been gay. Luisa had adored the man; that was all Sandro knew.
      

      It was an age since they ’d talked like this. Their marital speciality had been peace and quiet. And not since long before
         the cancer had they gone over old, old, times. Sandro had known he should go with the flow, enjoy it, but he could not, quite.
         What did it mean?
      

      ‘An only child,’ Luisa had said, shaking her head. ‘They’re all only children these days. A recipe for disaster.’

      
         ‘Don’t know about that,’ Sandro had said ruminatively. He hadn’t told her how the child had been conceived; the precious child.
         Would they have had a child of their own, he and Luisa, if they ’d ever overcome their shame and consulted the experts? They
         ’d never know.
      

      ‘I suppose they’re only doing the right thing, nip it in the bud if she is into drugs,’ he ’d continued. He ’d thought of
         the girl giggling with her friends over hot chocolate. ‘Though so far she hasn’t put a foot wrong. End of the week generally,
         though, that’s when she goes out, Thursday, Friday: last night she stayed in.’ He had shot Luisa a glance. ‘So I guess I’ll
         be late back tomorrow.’
      

      Luisa had nodded, looked suddenly anxious.

      ‘She’s a nice kid,’ Sandro had said, touched. ‘She’ll be all right.’

      ‘Good,’ Luisa had said, giving him a little pat, getting back to her feet. On the table her glass had been barely touched.

      ‘So what’s this all about?’ Sandro had inquired as he bent to check on the progress of the polpettone.
      

      ‘What?’ Luisa had said over her shoulder.

      ‘This cooking frenzy,’ he ’d said, smiling. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’

      He hadn’t really thought there would be a reason. But there was.

      ‘Lay the table,’ she ’d said, ‘and I’ll tell you.’

      He ’d known he wouldn’t like it.

      Just outside the city walls the pink Vespa went across a big junction on amber, and Sandro jumped the red after her, because
         suddenly he just didn’t care. A delivery van blared his horn, cutting behind him, and Sandro didn’t even look round.
      

      The sun was just up, topping the hills of the Casentino to the east, shining down the silver length of the Arno as he wound
         under the huge umbrella pines that lined the Viale Michelangelo. They were almost there; ahead of him Carlotta Bellagamba
         slowed, the little Vespa swaying, as if she too was taking in the view. As if she too was brought up short by it, their staggering
         city. The low, flat sun gleamed off the golden ball that topped the vast red dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, and beyond it
         to the south-west the distant Appennines were dusted with snow.
      

      
         The pink Vespa darted to the left at the last minute; an old man in a hat and overcoat hopped angrily out of the way. Sandro
         took the turn in leisurely pursuit.
      

      The school – the Liceo Classico Marzocco – was the best, naturally enough. The high plastered walls that lined the street
         – no more than a country lane, it might seem to the outsider, with overhanging wisteria and magnolia – concealed some of the
         most exclusive properties in the city. Ahead of Sandro his target was slotting her Vespa into a long row of mopeds in front
         of a pristine façade, as she ’d done every day he ’d been watching her.
      

      Sandro drove on at a sedate pace, and once out of sight he pulled up in someone’s drive and hopped out.

      The pavement outside the school was crowded now with students smoking and chatting, stamping their feet in the cold and laughing
         before going inside. They were leaving it to the last moment; it was gone eight now. Sandro walked slowly so as to give himself
         time to pick Carlotta out. He had to step off the pavement, it was so crowded, and then a shiny, powerful new Audi forced
         him back into the crowd, coming to a halt right in front of the school gates. A handsome, moustachioed older man in an impeccable
         suit – a bit of a Frollini, thought Sandro, 1,000-euro suit, nice tan, and disliked him on sight – climbed out and began to
         lecture the lanky, long-haired boy who climbed sulkily out of the passenger seat. Son, or grandson? Son, Sandro decided; this
         man was clearly wealthy enough, and smooth enough, to have picked up a woman of childbearing years later in life. He seemed
         entirely indifferent to any obstruction his wide, low car might represent. Eventually the boy sloped off and, after standing
         an arrogant, leisurely minute to watch him go, the man climbed back in to the Audi and left.
      

      Impatiently Sandro waited for the big car to move off, half an eye on the tall boy, moving through the crowd. To his mild
         surprise it was at Carlotta that the lanky boy stopped, Carlotta, in her violet knitted hat, and stooped to greet her. He
         was casual, but Carlotta’s body language told Sandro that if the kid wasn’t her boyfriend, she wished he was. This was the
         first time Sandro had seen him, which would imply that he 
         didn’t observe the school timetable very scrupulously. His long hair was smooth and shiny, and he was carrying an ex-army
         backpack. Carlotta put her hand through his arm; he didn’t object. They went inside.
      

      Sandro waited, leaning against the wall of the school as he had done every day, in case she came back out. There were young
         people practised in the techniques of truancy; they knew enough not to just go missing, they knew how to sign themselves in
         then slip away. But there was also this: the street was so lovely in the sharp blue light, so suddenly peaceful now that the
         students had disappeared inside, that he felt he might stand there all day. So as not to have to think.
      

      The school stood opposite a low stone wall behind which the ground fell away and down into a little valley filled with olive
         trees and an immaculate villa before rising again to meet his beautiful city’s imposing mediaeval wall, slanting across the
         hill. It was possibly the most perfect view Sandro had ever seen: the silver-green of the trees, the golden stucco of the
         villa, the rough grey stone of the city’s fortifications and the distant, stately outline of the great cathedral beyond them.
         Woodsmoke was drifting up from somewhere on the slopes below, the light was rosy with the early hour, the sky was an almost
         impossibly clean, clear blue.
      

      Luisa.

      It turned out that standing here was not the way to avoid thinking, after all. Sandro stamped his feet in inarticulate frustration,
         and the sound grated on the quiet air. He should be hand-in-hand with Luisa walking through these narrow lanes and gazing
         on the city; they should be enjoying their retirement.
      

      Smoothing things over had never been Sandro’s strong point in the marriage – he preferred to sit out a disagreement in silence
         – but he had tried last night; in fact, he thought he ’d succeeded. Luisa had genuinely thought he was delighted for her;
         it wasn’t like her to deceive herself but perhaps, on this occasion, she had just heard what she had wanted to hear.
      

      ‘Darling,’ she ’d said, tapping the wooden spoon on the side of the pan, replacing the lid, untying the apron, ‘there’s something
         I need to tell you.’
      

      
         Six months earlier the words would have raised the hairs on the back of his neck. But that terror had eased; now Sandro had
         the luxury of a lower-grade anxiety, the nagging, guilty, self-pitying kind that said, what about me?
      

      ‘Well, not so much tell you,’ she ’d reconsidered, ‘as ask you.’ Her eyes had danced. And she ’d held his gaze. How was it,
         he ’d found himself wondering, that after all the poison they put in her system, her skin still had that soft, luminous look?
         They ’d said something about not going in the sun, about some effect or other the chemo could have, but it couldn’t be just
         chemical: she ’d looked glorious, transcendent in the steam from her pans.
      

      ‘Go on,’ Sandro had found himself smiling into her eyes. How bad could it be? He was worrying over nothing; she had good news
         of some kind, that much was clear.
      

      ‘They’re promoting me,’ she ’d said, a smile twitching at her lips. She ’d tucked a stray hair behind her ear and Sandro had
         seen that she was wearing a little make-up. ‘Well, sort of, anyway.’
      

      ‘Uh-huh,’ Sandro had managed to say. ‘Cara, that’s great.’ Then he ’d considered. ‘But you’re the manageress. How can they promote you when you’re already in charge?’
         He was still smiling but he could hear himself sounding querulous, questioning her news. Grudging her the triumph.
      

      ‘Ah, well, Frollini – ’ and she ’d flushed, barely perceptibly, ‘he wants me to play more of an active role. In buying, you
         know.’
      

      Frollini. And there he was again, between them, with his tan, his fine moustache, a beautiful villa not far from where Sandro
         stood, and a shiny sports car. He ’d always been very good to Luisa; whenever he met Sandro, perhaps a couple of times a year,
         he would seize Sandro’s hand between his and shake it vigorously. ‘You’re a lucky man, Cellini,’ he ’d say, before clapping
         him too hard on the shoulder.
      

      On the frosty hillside Sandro made an involuntary, throat-clearing sound of exasperation at the thought of Frollini, at the
         memory of his own deceitful responses to Luisa last night, and at the pay-off. Served him right.
      

      
         ‘Well,’ he ’d said earnestly, ‘that’s fantastic.’ He didn’t know what idea he ’d had of what buying meant; Luisa looking through
         slides, or brochures, perhaps, or surfing to websites? Going to the Florentine shows, Pitti Uomo and the like, and picking
         out whatever took her fancy for the new season; harmless enough.
      

      Well, up to a point, it had turned out.

      ‘When do you start?’ he ’d said.

      ‘Well, that’s the thing,’ Luisa had replied. ‘He wants me to start going with him to the shows. Frollini does.’

      Sandro had felt his smile turn rigid at the thought of the handsome old man in his cashmere suits, holding his car door open
         for Luisa to climb in. He had a wife, up in the villa; they ’d been married forever, their children grown up and working abroad.
         There ’d always been rumours about Frollini and his mistresses, but he was discreet all right. And it came to Sandro that
         Luisa had always defended her boss against any such charges. ‘He’s not like that,’ she ’d always say. ‘He’s not sleazy like
         that. No.’
      

      But then you ’d expect her to say that; loyalty was Luisa’s middle name.

      ‘Right,’ he ’d said, nodding vigorously to cover up the fixity of his expression. ‘Shows. So, when? And where?’ He ’d shrugged,
         with pretend nonchalance. ‘Milan?’
      

      Next to him on the narrow sunlit street someone emerged through the arched side door to the school: the janitor. Sandro had
         already introduced himself. He ’d had to; middle-aged man hanging around outside a school. Grudgingly the man had given him
         the benefit of the doubt; turned out he was an ex-cop himself.
      

      Sandro nodded; the man nodded back.

      Last night, Luisa hadn’t been able to look him in the eye. ‘Actually,’ she had said, and the flush deepened, ‘New York. The
         next shows are in New York.’
      

      Sandro had nodded, dazed, not even asking the next question because the whole edifice he had constructed – the world in which
         Luisa would return to her old self and they would spend the weekends and evenings together on sedate meals out, picnics and
         drives in 
         the country – was crashing down around him with such calamitous inevitability that he knew there would be no need to help
         it on its way. She was going to tell him.
      

      ‘Next week,’ she ’d said, looking up from her hands. ‘Flying out Monday morning early. Back Wednesday.’ Her expression had
         been half defiant, half guilty. ‘Late, Wednesday.’
      

      He ’d been dumbfounded. She was leaving in two days? So it was already arranged. So there was nothing he could do, anyway;
         feeling anger stir and knot inside him, childishly – ask me? She’s not asking me – Sandro had made a supreme effort.
      

      ‘How exciting,’ he ’d said numbly. ‘Mamma mia.’
      

      She ’d leaned across and put her arms around him then, having heard his assent; Sandro could feel her softness against him,
         could smell her sweet familiar scent mingled with the richer smells of cooking and wanted to rage like a thwarted child. He
         ’d said no more; he ’d eaten the polpettone, which had smelt so delicious and tasted like nothing but sawdust in his mouth; he ’d washed it down with too much Morellino
         and become too falsely jovial. He hadn’t slept well.
      

      But this was where they were.

      The sun was higher in the sky and the wall was warming despite the fine dusting of frost still visible in the valley below;
         beside Sandro the janitor was taking advantage of it, standing in satisfied contemplation. His bunch of keys dangling from
         the gate’s lock, he held a lighter in cupped hands around a cigarette, leaned back and let out the blue smoke with deep fulfilment.
      

      It was 8.30 and Carlotta was inside, at school, where she should be.

      The janitor turned to Sandro. ‘So,’ he said, ‘how’s it going?’ He nodded at the open gate, and the keys dangling. ‘The surveillance
         operation?’
      

      The whole scene was so absurdly peaceful, the sharp blue winter light, the dazzle of white stucco, the picturesque, winding
         lane and the city spread out below them, that the question for a split second made no sense; for that second Sandro had even
         forgotten why he was there. Then the faint sardonic edge to the question hit him.
      

      
         ‘I saw her with a boy this morning,’ he said roughly. He wouldn’t have this man patronize him.
      

      The janitor took a small circular tin out of his pocket, opened the lid and stubbed out his cigarette in it before shutting
         it up again with the butt inside. ‘Otherwise I only have to clean it up myself,’ he explained. ‘Tall, skinny boy? Long hair?’
      

      ‘That’s the one,’ said Sandro. ‘Is he bad news?’

      ‘Alberto? Depends how you look at it.’ Tight-lipped. ‘I wouldn’t want my daughter going out with him.’ Then he seemed to take
         pity on Sandro. ‘Though her parents might not object to him.’ His tone was sarcastic; Sandro looked at him blankly.
      

      ‘Very rich,’ said the janitor patiently. ‘One of the old families, but they’ve consolidated; they own half the warehousing
         in Prato. They’ve got a castle somewhere in the country, keep a yacht in Porto Ercole, mother spends half the year in India
         somewhere. Goa? She’s there now.’
      

      He looked at Sandro expectantly, waiting for him to ask more. Sandro was damned if he would; he wasn’t interested. Leave it
         to airheads to buy the celebrity magazines. Goa, though: mostly what he knew about Goa was that there were plenty of drugs
         there. Or was she one of those religious nuts, yoga and Zen stuff? Either way, this wasn’t the kind of family he liked. As
         if responding to his expression the janitor laughed sourly. ‘Open house when the old man’s away visiting one of his girlfriends,
         that’s what I hear. And she’s – she’s a good kid, don’t get me wrong – but she’s not in his league.’
      

      ‘Ah,’ said Sandro. ‘I wonder if she’s told them about it. The parents.’

      The janitor shrugged, already turning away. ‘Maybe there’s nothing to tell them, anyway,’ he said. ‘He’s just stringing her
         along.’
      

      Hands in his pockets, Sandro nodded. He was cold.

      ‘Come back at one,’ said the janitor. ‘School’s out at one today. Get yourself a coffee, you look frozen.’ And he was gone.

      Just inside the Porta San Miniato, a little bar was spilling its customers out into the cold air where they were smoking with
         gloved hands; inside it was warm and bright and bustling with local oddballs and artistic types, and a fat, theatrical, bearded
         barman served him an 
         excellent coffee and a pastry. Sandro settled himself down, and dialled Giuli.
      

      At one he headed back up the hill to the Liceo Classico Marzocco. Carlotta Bellagamba was gone. He had lost her.

   
      Chapter Four

      
         THEY CALLED A MEETING at eleven in the dining room, for all the staff. Luca Gallo, obviously, was in charge; he ran the place, after all, not her,
         even if she was called the Director. Dottoressa Loni might host the dinners and greet the guests and talk painting or books
         with them, but Gallo, who ate at his desk most nights, did everything else. Everything; his crowded office, above the kitchen,
         was like a general’s bunker; he even had a map of the world on his wall, with pins in it. Each pin represented a guest, past
         or present; Venezuela, Finland, Mexico, Germany, America, wherever.
      

      Sitting quiet at the furthest end of the row of kitchen staff as Gallo talked to them in his soft, patient voice, Cate Giottone
         was still stunned.
      

      For a moment or two after she had walked into the kitchen and slung her bag on the table and everyone suddenly stopped talking,
         Cate knew, they were really thinking whether they should tell her anything at all. Ginevra – the cook, sixty-five, rough-voiced,
         tight-lipped and rarely, grudgingly, kind – had exchanged a glance with the next most senior member of staff, Mauro, his face
         like thunder.
      

      ‘Well?’ Cate had demanded. ‘I just saw a police car.’

      And then, of course, they had all started talking at once, Ginevra and Mauro, the other kitchen girl, Ginevra’s niece Nicoletta
         – Nicki – each 
         with their own version of what had happened, although, it turned out, none of them had actually talked to a policeman. What
         was certain was that it concerned Dottoressa Meadows, and the missing car. Ginevra had put a stop to it eventually; there
         was coffee to lay out in the library for the guests, and lunches to be prepared. They had to keep going as normal; they ’d
         find out at eleven.
      

      As she had filled the labelled wicker lunchboxes each guest was issued with on arrival, Cate had tried not to think about
         it; wait until you know, she ’d told herself. But in the pit of her stomach she ’d felt a kind of dread she didn’t quite understand.
         In each linen-lined basket she ’d laid the small packages in their waxed paper – frittata, grilled peppers, a slab of bread and a couple of tomatoes – and then buckled the lid. Mauro or Nicki would deliver the lunchboxes
         to the castle’s apartments by one o’clock.
      

      The American women were in the outbuildings; the artist, Tina, because she needed the studio housed in the villino, Michelle the poet in the bungalow behind the laundry, with huge windows looking into the woods behind the castle.
      

      The others were in the keep itself; Tiziano the Venetian in the ground-floor suite on the corner, the Englishman on the top
         floor, with the Norwegian next door; they usually put guests of the same sex up there. Just in case, she supposed, though
         they all seemed to her to have their minds on anything but enjoyment; if Cate had learned anything since she got there about
         the artistic process, it was that it wasn’t much fun. The Dottoressa on the piano nobile below them, a corner of it turned into an apartment for the intern, but the Dottoressa had the lion’s share, great long windows looking down the cypress drive.
      

      ‘You do the coffee,’ Ginevra had said, preoccupied.

      She had come to rely on Cate for anything even slightly complicated. It had to be done in three relays; silver trays with
         insulated flasks of coffee – American style – hot and cold milk, cups, saucers, silver spoons, three kinds of sugar, biscuits
         and pastries. There were thirteen steps up to the old library: Ginevra couldn’t manage steps and was terrified of the small
         ancient, creaky lift; Nicki might be family but her English was non-existent so she had to be largely kept 
         to kitchen tasks and besides, she was clumsy. So Cate did it, just as she served every night at dinner, seven days a week,
         before heading home in the dark on her motorino.
      

      Last night she ’d thought she might get home early, hadn’t she? Last night the guests had dispersed from the dining room nice
         and promptly, for once; sometimes they sat for hours guzzling the liqueurs while in the kitchen Ginevra and Cate snapped at
         each other, getting wearier and wearier. Waiting for them to leave. Last night the dining room had been empty by ten, and
         if it had been the three of them, it would have taken no more than half an hour to clear up. Only Ginevra had said Mauro wasn’t
         well, she had to get back, and when Ginevra went, so did Nicki, because Ginevra was too much of a nervous nelly to walk home
         in the dark alone.
      

      So Cate had to finish up on her own, and it had taken her an hour. She ’d thought about that little settlement over the hill
         as she rinsed and stacked, Ginevra and Mauro in the run-down tied farm; Nicki in the two-room cottage adjoining it, with her
         widowed mother. No wonder Nicki looked unhappy most of the time.
      

      The money was good. But Cate really earned it.

      The library was Cate’s least favourite room of the castle, although the truth was there weren’t many rooms she did like. Her
         mother had been in awe, looking at the brochures she ’d come home with after her interview, and Vincenzo very impressed at
         the thought that she ’d be swishing around the place from ballroom to salotto like some kind of princess. But it quickly seemed to Cate that mediaeval life must have been a pretty uncomfortable business,
         even for the inhabitants of castles. In the winter the castle’s tall and beautiful windows rattled in their frames, letting
         in a gale; its passages were damp and its ancient radiators silted up; Orfeo was freezing and dark at the best of times and
         the library was its cold and gloomy centre.
      

      The room was immensely high-ceilinged, accommodating a gallery about six metres up lined with books, and a huge fireplace,
         almost never lit, with a great chimney flue that seemed to suck any tract of warmth from the building. From the coffered beams
         hung the only light source apart from the four long windows, a vast wooden chandelier with half 
         its bulbs blown. Mauro should have replaced them, but the list of things Mauro had to do was long.
      

      The Englishman had already been there as she ’d entered by the wide double doors that led to the landing. He was walking up
         and down in front of the windows, through which a thin winter light fell; the room faced north-west and the sun barely arrived
         here at this time of year. Alec Fairhead was always the first, always pacing out the space in which he found himself, made
         twitchy by the confinement. And shy, she thought, or was it just being English? His eyes would slide over her and away when
         they talked; she ’d noticed the other women had the same effect on him.
      

      In an attempt to improve her English, Cate had borrowed a first edition of his novel from the library – if the guests were
         writers, their work was always added to the bookshelves. She ’d been under the impression it was a kind of love story. But
         if it was, it wasn’t the kind she recognized, and she ’d pretty much given up on it. She didn’t like dark books, books about
         betrayal and death; Cate sometimes thought people’s lives were too easy, if they wanted to make themselves unhappy reading
         about other’s people’s misery.
      

      ‘Ha,’ he ’d said abruptly, ‘Caterina. You are an angel.’

      Despite the circumstances, she ’d smiled; he was awkward, stiff, wary, but she couldn’t help liking the man. Like her, he
         seemed an outsider, but he was always polite, always thanked her for any service. He never complained, not even of the dark
         and cold, unlike the others, but then Cate imagined that the English were probably more used to it.
      

      Fairhead had poured himself a cup of the weak, black coffee. It had been explained to Caterina by a wearily disbelieving Ginevra
         that caffè americano had been settled on as it suited the widest range of tastes; outside Italy it seemed that a good espresso set the unaccustomed heart racing dangerously, and there was the possibility of lawsuits. Cate, used to the bizarre eating
         habits of foreigners, had merely smiled sadly. Fairhead had set his hands around the wide white cup to warm them; from outside
         the double doors had come the sound of the lift as it clanked into motion.
      

      ‘Cate,’ Fairhead had said, ‘have you any idea what’s going on? The police?’

      
         Her eyes accustomed to the dim light now, Cate had seen that he looked pale. He was, she had guessed, in his fifties; about
         the same age as Dottoressa Meadows. Not old; but old enough. Someone had told her he hadn’t written another novel since the
         one he ’d read from at his presentation, the same book she ’d tried to read before putting it back on the shelves, defeated.
         Fairhead himself had told her, during one of their over-polite bouts of small talk, that he did bits and pieces. Just hack work, was what he said reluctantly; helpfully Luca Gallo had told her that meant journalism. Travel stuff that kept him on the
         move, apparently.
      

      The guests mostly seemed to be like that, migratory. Cate had listened in as she served dinner one night, early on in the
         current group’s stay, about where they would be going next. Visiting fellowship in Beijing, concert tour in California, creative
         writing course in Spain. It came as a revelation to Cate that people could exist in this permanent state of transit; it made
         her feel less of an oddity in fact. But even she assumed – hoped, if the truth be told – that one day the travelling would
         stop. Some day, surely, they would all arrive.
      

      She ’d heard the lift doors open; Tiziano. And slowly she ’d shaken her head. ‘I’m not sure. Signore Gallo has called us to
         a meeting, eleven o’clock. The Dottoressa – the Director – she is – she isn’t here.’
      

      ‘Not here,’ Fairhead had said wonderingly. As though it might be something miraculous: and it did seem to Cate that Loni Meadows
         was everywhere in this castle, as a rule, even when she was away from it.
      

      The wheelchair had glided through the doors, and Cate had felt her heart lift. Tiziano – from Venice, like his namesake, although
         not a painter but a pianist – was the only one who ever used the lift, which was commonly considered, not only by Ginevra,
         to be an antiquated deathtrap. By contrast Tiziano’s wheelchair was state of the art, like nothing she ’d ever seen before
         he arrived in the castle some six weeks earlier. It was streamlined and bright, with tilted wheels, gleaming chrome and black
         rubber, and he could move like lightning in it when he wanted to.
      

      Cate had fallen in love with Tiziano the moment he first beamed that wide, white smile up at her from his broad, stubbled
         face. Not much 
         hair, a good fifteen years older than Cate, but there was something about him. Broad-shouldered, he was always in t-shirts,
         never a sweater; he kept himself warm, he said, manoeuvring the wheelchair. Tiziano was always in motion, and for twenty years
         he had been paralysed from the waist down. An accident, in which his father had died. So fiercely private, so capable, she
         didn’t want him to think she even considered his disability: she hadn’t asked him about the accident. They had offered him
         a live-in helper at the castle, but he had refused.
      

      Tiziano played the piano like a tumultuous force of nature; most evenings, Cate would come and stand at the foot of the stairs
         and listen when she heard him begin, until Ginevra called her back.
      

      ‘Buongiorno, bellissima,’ Tiziano had said, winking up at her. Cate couldn’t stop herself smiling.
      

      He ’d known very well he should be speaking in English, but Tiziano was as adept at disobeying rules as he was at circumventing
         obstacles to his wheelchair. He ’d seemed exactly as cheerful as always; Cate ’d supposed he had heard nothing of the police
         visit.
      

      The two Americans – the women – weren’t here yet. They both lived in the outbuildings of the castle, and were often late,
         and they were as unlike as chalk and cheese, though it didn’t stop them sticking together. Tina – who made strange, graphic
         pots, stuck with leaves and detritus, a kind of Caribbean folk art – was from Orlando, in Florida. She was shy and slight,
         although some of her pots were as big as Greek oil jars and needed some manhandling.
      

      As she knew Miami a little from the cruises, Cate had tried to talk to Tina once or twice about Florida, but it was hard going;
         Cate had come to the conclusion she was simply homesick. She was supposed to produce a little show, next week; there had been
         some talk about it from the others, but not from Tina. She was jumpy about it. She ’d started slipping into the little room
         next to the dining room to watch the castle’s only television and catch the news every night; news of the world outside.
      

      Then there was Michelle from Queens, New York, who lived out of choice in the modern studio behind the laundry building, with
         her long, unkempt grey-blonde hair and air of perpetual whirlwind fury. 
         Cate, walking past the wide windows of Michelle’s apartment one day with an armful of tablecloths from the laundry, had seen
         her hunched bodily over the long white table and writing furiously, like a child hiding her work from the class cheat. She
         ’d seemed to sense Cate there, and had turned on her a blinding glare.
      

      Michelle was a poet and a librettist, which, Cate knew, was someone who wrote the words for operas. She ’d read her poetry
         early on in her residency, stonily, challenging her audience to comment. Cate wondered about the presentations; most of the
         guests seemed to dread them, when it came to their turn. Michelle was childless.
      

      Tina didn’t drink coffee and half the time she didn’t turn up at all; when she did, she sipped a brew of her own, made of
         boiled-up Chinese herbs. She inhabited the small villino, divided now into an apartment on the first floor and a workshop below, where Mauro had grown up, although his family had
         never owned it. A tied house: Mauro’s father before him had been the castle’s gardener and factotum, but the tied house had
         lapsed on his death and the creation of the Trust. The office in Baltimore, established proudly by old Orfeo, setting his
         faith in American reason and logic and justice, got blamed for an awful lot around here. The villino was only five minutes away, at the end of a stunted avenue of cypresses planted by Mauro’s father and sadly neglected.
      

      Michelle sometimes went to see Tina late at night; Cate had seen the two of them walk down between the cypresses, and some
         days Cate suspected she stayed over there. It had a spare bed.
      

      ‘I should go,’ Cate had said, now feeling nervous. She knew she could leave them together. Tiziano seemed to like the Englishman
         so perhaps they would want to talk. In fact the Venetian was good at getting on with everyone; Cate could not claim any special
         friendship with him.
      

      She ’d been almost out and home free, when she ’d heard it, on the stairs, a commotion. A bellowing, like a charging beast.

      ‘It’s her, isn’t it? Where is she?’ Coming from up above her so it could only be Per Hansen, but his voice had been hardly
         recognizable. ‘What’s happened to her?’ Could he be drunk? He did drink, glass after 
         glass some evenings and never a sign of being actually drunk. But at this time in the morning? He ’d leaned over the banisters,
         his sandy hair sticking up, his bushy fair eyebrows even wilder than usual, and Cate had seen that he was alone. He must be
         talking – shouting – to himself.
      

      She ’d fled.

      Five minutes later, the staff – Mauro, Anna-Maria the cleaner, Nicki, Cate and Ginevra – had all gathered in the dining room.

      Luca Gallo stood at the head of the dining-room table, a piece of paper in his hands that he kept folding and unfolding.

      ‘I’m very sorry to tell you,’ he said, and for a moment he stopped as though unsure of how to proceed. He looked as though
         he really was sorry; his twinkling eyes were dull and distracted, and his cheerful, bearded face was for once sober with shock.
         He started again, and this time he spoke for ten minutes, and no one said a word; they all just stared.
      

      Dead.

      ‘Last night – between here and Pozzo Basso. On her way to Pozzo. Some time around midnight.’

      The dining room suddenly seemed to grow cold. Everyone stood very still, not sure of what to do next.

      An accident. She always drove too fast; for a seasick moment on hearing the words Cate had seen the dark road as though through
         a windscreen, coming up to meet her.
      

      As always, Luca took the initiative. ‘We must continue our work as usual,’ he said, in answer to the unspoken question. ‘We
         must carry on: this is an unfortunate accident, a terrible accident – but we can still function.’ He leaned forwards, both
         hands flat on the table, his ardour revived. ‘The guests have another month here, and they have their work to do. We have
         ours.’
      

      There was a ground murmur, a shifting around the table, the muttered sounds of relief and shock mingled as people took permission
         to return to real life. Mauro got to his feet first, exchanging words with Ginevra, who looked visibly shaken. Nicki seemed
         half excited, half frightened, watching for Ginevra to get back into gear, and as for me, 
         thought Cate, I’m on the outside. Answerable to everyone and no one, with the little motorino for a quick getaway. She sat, numb.
      

      Per Hansen had been right: something had happened to her.

      Could it be true? Dead? How could she be dead? They ’d all seen her only hours earlier, only last night, fizzing with life
         and energy and flirtation and malice, those blue eyes bright and dangerous. Loni Meadows, Dottoressa, Director of the Orfeo Trust; suddenly it seemed to Cate absolutely impossible that such a person could die.
      

      Yesterday morning, alive and well, in one of her haughty tempers at coffee because not enough of them wanted to go to the
         Pinacoteca in Siena next week. Walking down to the villino later, to see Tina’s work in progress. At drinks, talking to Alec Fairhead about someone she knew at his publisher’s. ‘Gorgeous
         girl,’ she ’d said, giving him a sly look, ‘just your type.’ At dinner, telling Per she planned to go to Oslo for his premiere.
         Talking about art galleries in New York, putting people’s backs up, her life full to the brim and now gone.
      

      Cate had seen her at eleven, and something like an hour later, she ’d been dead. Cate shook her head in disbelief.

      As everyone dispersed, she saw Luca Gallo’s eyes on her, and when she returned his look with a questioning glance he held
         up a finger to detain her.
      

      ‘I ’d like to see you in my office, Caterina,’ he said. ‘Half an hour?’

      ‘You’ve what?’ Giuli wasn’t good at disguising her feelings; she sounded like a kid at the back of the class, crowing over
         a teacher’s slip.
      

      ‘I’ve lost her,’ said Sandro.

      Sandro’s part-time receptionist, secretary and assistant, Giuli – Giulietta Sarto – did not have much of a CV. The daughter
         of a drug-addicted prostitute who worked the Via Senese and overdosed before her child was fifteen, Giuli was a graduate of
         prison and psychiatric hospital who had come into Sandro’s life when he had arrested her, four years earlier, for the murder
         of her one-time abuser. It had been his last case as a serving police officer, the same case that had led to his early retirement,
         and in its wake he and Luisa had as good as adopted Giuli.
      

      
         Her rehabilitation had worked better than expected – thanks to them, some had said, though Sandro always argued it was down
         to the girl’s sheer stubborn determination – and Giuli was on his side, for better or worse. Skinny, razor-tongued and sharp
         as a tack, she was as close to a daughter as Sandro and Luisa were ever going to get, and Sandro for one could not have got
         through the previous year without her.
      

      Half the week Giuli worked at the Women’s Centre, around the corner from the Via del Leone in the sleepy little Piazza Tasso;
         since close on a year earlier, more or less when Luisa started the treatment, Giuli had taken to calling in on Sandro, for
         a chat, or to bring him a coffee. She brought him stories from the Centre too; who ’d got clean, who ’d got pregnant, gossip
         about bent police officers and pimps and respectable women.
      

      Then one morning she ’d caught him swearing at his computer and had nudged him aside. Sitting next to him at the desk she
         had taught him how to organize his email address book, how to re-boot, to clean up his data and update his word-processing
         package, how to use internet search engines properly. And when a week or so later she ’d got down on her hands and knees to
         pull all the drawers out of his filing cabinet to retrieve a wedge of papers that had got caught at the back, Sandro had suggested,
         tentatively, that she might think about formalizing the relationship, two mornings a week to start with.
      

      Financially, of course, it made no sense at all; Sandro was hardly earning himself. But he ’d always liked to find the odd
         twenty euros for Giuli, and this way, she was happier to take the money. And God knew, there was always something for her
         to do; she ’d even followed the baker’s wife for him, one morning when Sandro was worried the woman had started to recognize
         him. By the end of the year Giulietta had saved enough to pick herself up a battered brown motorino. It looked pre-war.
      

      ‘Wouldn’t you want something a bit brighter?’ he ’d asked, eyeing the ancient machine doubtfully, and Giuli had tapped the
         side of her nose. ‘If I had something in metallic pink with Barbie decals,’ she ’d said, ‘It wouldn’t be so handy, would it?
         For surveillance.’
      

      
         Sandro hadn’t known if she was joking or not, and the sharp, conspiratorial nudge she ’d given him with her bony shoulder
         had not enlightened him. He ’d said nothing, mulling the idea over. He didn’t want to disappoint her. But why not? Giuli was
         clever, and she was good at making herself invisible, a thin, watchful forty year old in market-stall clothes. She was even
         taking English classes, two evenings a week; she thought he didn’t know that was where his money went, but Luisa had let it
         slip.
      

      He ’d think about it; or at least, if they ever got another proper client, he would.

      In the meantime they had an arrangement: if he was on a job and she needed to talk to him, she ’d text. If she rang him, she
         might interrupt something; she might draw attention to him precisely when he wanted to stay invisible. The faceless bystander
         no one ever noticed or remembered.
      

      Sandro mumbled. ‘What did you call about?’ He was sitting in the car, in the cold, outside the Liceo Marzocco.

      His mobile had bleeped at him as he stood on the cold pavement grinding his teeth with impotent fury. Call in? The message had been sent when he ’d been at that signal-free zone at the foot of the Monte Alle Croci; in the nice stuffy
         bar, filling up on brioche and caffè latte, reading the paper and congratulating himself on how well the day was going.
      

      He had been able to see the gap where the pink Vespa had been as he walked up the hill. He ’d planted himself on the pavement,
         no longer caring if he was seen, and waited for them to come out, watching for Carlotta, waiting for the long-haired boy.
         No show.
      

      He ’d climbed into the car to look at his phone, and dialled Giuli.

      The crowd of kids had more or less dispersed now; just one or two stragglers around a lamp-post. He watched them, the phone
         to his ear, mouth turned down. ‘So?’
      

      Giuli wasn’t going to let him off that easily. ‘You’re getting old, Sandro,’ she crowed, ‘I tell you, I know all the tricks
         in the book, where high-school students are concerned. I should be following the girl.’
      

      And then what would I be? The redundant detective, out to grass.

      
         ‘Well, if you behaved yourself,’ he said mildly, ‘maybe I ’d let you do some tailing. But for now, just tell me what you called
         about.’
      

      ‘Right,’ said Giuli, remembering herself. ‘OK. A call from a guy called something – um – ’ she fumbled, the sound of papers
         rustling took over and Sandro had to restrain a sigh. Bright, but disorganized; give her a chance.
      

      ‘Here it is.’ She resurfaced. ‘Luca Gallo.’

      Sandro leaned back into the driving seat. ‘Uh huh,’ he said vaguely. For a moment the name meant nothing to him, then it did.
         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘The guy from the whatsit Trust.’
      

      Across the road the kids at the lamp-post had turned to look at him; he shifted his position a bit to obscure his face from
         them, shoulder against the window.
      

      ‘Um – Trust, yeah. Wants you to call him.’

      ‘Orfeo,’ repeated Sandro automatically, his brain re-engaging. ‘The background check.’ He sighed at the thought of all those
         other employee checks awaiting him, and the bodyguard work. Nightclub bouncer, that’s where he ’d end up. Employed as a charity
         case by one of Luisa’s admirers.
      

      ‘He sounded – funny,’ said Giuli hesitantly.

      ‘Funny?’

      At that moment someone came out through the school’s gate, and a cheer went up from the boys at the lamp-post. Sandro turned
         to look and saw that it was the lanky boy into whose eyes Carlotta had been gazing. Alberto the rich kid.
      

      ‘Call you back,’ said Sandro, stuffing the phone in his pocket.

      The three overgrown boys clustered around the parked motorini, jostling each other, pulling on helmets. Without a moped of his own Alberto ousted one of his pals, taking control and forcing
         the kid to ride pillion.
      

      Fortunately for Sandro the street was one-way, because it would have been impossible to manage a U-turn in the confined space;
         certainly not without drawing attention to himself. His tailing skills needed a little attention, that was for sure; a battered,
         nondescript motorino such as Giuli’s mightn’t be a bad idea, either. He sat with 
         the engine running until they went past, a cigarette clamped between Alberto’s lips as he talked around it, helmetless and
         entertaining his entourage, taking a hand off the handlebars to gesture in the air, the motorino swerving as he did so.
      

      Not for the first time, Sandro felt a spasm of pity for little Carlotta Bellagamba.

      At the bottom of the hill they swung through the Porta San Miniato, left past the little bar where Sandro had lost the plot,
         down the high-sided canyon of the Via San Niccolò, then a sharp right around the great bulk of the Palazzo dei Mozzi with
         its huge, studded door. They were on the Piazza Demidoff, overlooking the river, where the rich kids hang out.
      

      The gang pulled up in front of what looked like a closed-up restaurant or club with shuttered windows, on the corner of the
         street; they seemed to be fishing through their pockets, looking for something. Sandro double-parked outside a bar thronging
         with outdoor smokers, and watched. The shuttered windows weren’t completely dead; a string of red fairylights twinkled along
         the top of the shutters, and there was a dim light visible through a glazed section at the top of the door.
      

      Whatever it was the boys had been looking for – and Sandro guessed it was money – they found it. They were lined up at the
         door now, Alberto, the tallest by a head, in the lead, pressing a bell and talking into an intercom, and then they were inside,
         the boy at the back shoving a little to hurry them in.
      

      Right, thought Sandro, with gloomy satisfaction. He knew what kind of place it was; he knew they weren’t in there spending
         their parents’ money on dried-up sandwiches. He knew, too, that if he went in after them, a man in late middle age on his
         own, he might as well attach a flashing beacon to his head and imitate a police siren.
      

      He got himself a slice of pizza, returned to the car, and watched.

      The afternoon faded. Half a dozen times Sandro stuck the key in the ignition, ready to jack it in. He was being paid to watch
         Carlotta Bellagamba, not her boyfriend, and he was being alternately chilled to the bone or suffocated by the car’s faulty,
         fume-laden heater. He thought of Giuli, wondered idly what Gallo wanted. It had been money for old 
         rope, that job; he supposed he wouldn’t mind another like it, running a few things through the system, checking credit and
         criminal records, following up references. He hadn’t even needed to leave his office.
      

      Sandro knew he should call the man, and should call Giuli back too for that matter, but that would require him to climb out
         of the car and walk to the riverbank fifty metres away where there was a mobile signal, out of the lee of the hills and the
         stone mass of the Palazzo Mozzi. So he sat and chewed his nails, and wished he was a policeman again and his partner Pietro
         was sitting next to him, talking about food. And tried not to think about what it would be like returning to a flat empty
         of Luisa, for three whole nights.
      

      At close to four o’clock she appeared. Not Giuli, not Luisa, but little Carlotta Bellagamba. The pink Vespa tilted around
         the corner, dangerously laden, Carlotta’s curls springing out from under her helmet. Two big carrier bags from a flashy chain
         store dangling from either handlebar, and another between her knees. She ’d been shopping. Jesus wept.
      

      Sandro killed the engine, which he ’d had on to run the heater as the sun went down and the chill grew. He saw Carlotta smile
         as she spoke into the intercom, then she was inside. Shocked to breathlessness by the cold as he stepped out of the car, Sandro
         made the five, ten quick strides to the river. As he got into phone range he turned to keep the door to the club and the little
         Vespa in view.
      

      ‘And where the hell have you been?’ demanded Giuli, the instant she heard his voice.

      ‘You know where the Zoe is?’ Sandro said, and it was an answer, of a kind. ‘Lock up and get over here, and put some make-up
         on. I want you to play my girlfriend.’
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